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The strangers followed until poor, distracted Rastus

had made a complete circuit of the workers. Then one

of the gentlemen peremptorily called for him to stop.

In sheer desperation he did so. The man opened his

coat and showed a badge and our distracted friend

knew this -meant he was an officer of the law.

He was between two fires—one, this officer ready to

again arrest him and take him back to the much dreaded

jail—perhaps even to the gallows he had seen there

—

the other, the anger of Robbins, whom Rastus knew by
this time had always some one watching in the distance,

spy glasses in hand.

He behaved as one deaf and dumb, as bereft of all

sense. The officer demanded an answer to his questions.

"Do you get pay?"
"No, sah!"

"How does Mr. Robbins treat the men?"
"Fine, sah. A—A don't know, sah."

"Does he ever punish them?"
'

' Ye 1 do '—I don 't know. '

'

,
"Has he ever killed anyone?"
'•N—n—I—d—I don't know."
And so, the queries continued, Rastus getting more

and more alarmed but giving the Federal officers but
scant information.

Horror of horrors! Before the officer had finished
quizzing him, up came the eldest son of Robbins. Again
the men were invited to the mansion and so they rode
away.

Rastus was the picture of agony and despair. "Oh,"
mused he, "would that I had gone to jail"—"jail"—
the very name, but a short time since so greatly dreaded
now seemed a veritable Paradise. Ninety days—Ninety
years would not seem half so dreadful as having to

return to the stockade.^^^^^^^^ v
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Visions of the two drowned men loomed before his
eyes. Was there no escape? Was it not better to fall

into the hands of the officers than into those of Robbins?
Engaged in such thought Rastus was roused by the
sound of the gong in the distance. The workers lost
little time in getting in line for the homeward march;
they were already on the way. Rastus was rear guard
—he sat up in his saddle and looked furtively around
—none of his masters was in sight—a sudden hope
seizes him—the weary laborers were several yards ahead
intent only on thoughts of food and rest. He wheeled
his horse suddenly around to go to he knew not whither,
but anywhere that would shelter him from the impend-
ing wrath of Robbins.

Heavens above! as he turned around whom sliould-
hemeet face to face but Robbins himself! The sight
was like a thunderbolt from a clear sky, so great was
the shock.

One low groan of utter helplessness escaped him and
he headed his horse the other way: Robbins said
nothing.

,
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With despair written on ever feature, Rastus rode
into the stockade, dismounted, left his gun at the guard
house and sought liis own wretched abode. The agony

of deatli was upon him as upon one around whose neck

the hangman 's rope is only waiting to be tightened. He

sat upon his squalid mattress, his head buried in his

hands, lost in thoughts of deepest gloom. His kind,

though uncouth, companions, tried to cheer him and

press him to eat—no use, no supper for him. He only

shook his head and groaned. The seconds seemed hours.

the minutes, days.

At 7 o'clock the expected summons came; the gate

guard came to the hovel—" Rastus, Massa Robbins says

fo' yo' to come to the gate." An agonizing moan was

the only response as Rastus unsteadily but meekly arose

and followed.

At the gate were the three Robbins and two Negroes

with horse and wagon hitched and ready . A gruff

"climb in," directed to Rastus, were the only words

spoken. In grim silence the party drove off, the black-

ness of the night adding its quota to the terror. Poor

Rastus! in vain he tried to speak, his very tongue was

paralyzed with fright and cold perspiration came from

every pore. A faint ray of hope seemed to come with

the rising of the moon. False hope ! The wagon stops

on the centre of the bridge spanning the creek at its

greatest depth. Robbins breaks the terrible silence:

"Rastus, I'll teach the likes of you to meddle in my
affairs—to speak of my business to meddlesome stran-

gers^—Get down from that wagon!"
Down from the wagon jumps Rastus—and down on

his knees before Robbins—the fear that had paralyzed

before now urges him to speak

—

;"]\Ierey, Massa Robbins! the man with the badge-
he—he—made me speak—I didn't tell him nothin'

—

liones' I didn't. 0, Massa, don't punish me—I'll do
anything for you—Oh! take me back. Massa—"

He M'as peremptorily stopped—
"Shut up, nigger! Stand up. We have pretty

anklets for sucii as you. Rufus and Julius be quick!
Fasten his hands! Fasten those weights to his feet

—

that other to his hands." The two Negroes meanwhile
carrying out these orders as speedily as possible for

the weights were extremely heavy and cumbersome.
During it all Rastus shook like an aspen leaf, the agony
depicted on his ashen features beyond words to recount.

Robbins and his sons stood by, immovable as stone ; had
they hearts at all, they had long since petrified and
turned to hardest rock.

One last despairing appeal—"Massa Robbins—
j\Iassa, massa, please send me back to jail! Massa—"

"Shut up, there, I say—Boys, level your guns." The
final word:

„, "Rastus, jump!"' "'

'''/'('.'v:/
'

A soul-piercing shriek! a jump—the weights hold
him back and down, down he falls head first, then as
the weights are dragged after him the victim of peonage
is twisted in a heap and tluis strikes the water, sinking
at once to the bottom, never to rise, never to be seen
again—and all to escape ninety days in jail—all for a
few watermelons! ^y.-i:--'-;'-'-- :--:,.i.::^^.r/cAy M. G. H.

: [This story is founded on facts.—Ed.]


